F ank, this is the second time oday and the third time this week you have come to the clinic to request over the counter pain medications. I think it is time for you to visit your primary care provider to address this pain problem more fully," Megan, an occupational health nurse, stated. Megan was concerned about the escalating use of over the counter medications by Frank and many other employees. However, this concern usually fell on deqf ears, with many employees saying, "If I can get this without a prescription, it must be safe to take it whenever I want to."
Over the counter (ITTC) medications are generally considered safe when taken as directed on the drug label. However, many individuals fail to read drug labels (Cham, 2002) , even though the Food and Drug Administration recently changed drug labeling requirements making drug labels easier than ever to read and understand. Every arc drug has risks associated with using it, especially if it is taken too often, over too long a period of time, in higher than advised doses, or with the wrong food, drinks, or other medications. Below are five additional hazards associated with arc medication use (Consumer Reports on Health, 2001): • Incorrect self diagnosis and subsequent treatment with an OTC medication that either alleviates symptoms and masks a more serious problem, or delays necessary treatment. • Overdose resulting from increasing the dose past recommended parameters in an attempt to alleviate symptoms that do not respond to standard, non-prescription doses. • Overuse caused by frequent and repeated use of some arc medica-
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Tips to Enhance Over the Counter Medication Safety
• Carefully read the label and closely follow usage instructions. Also note any possible side effects or drug interactions listed on the label. Compare personal medical history to the cautions listed on the label.
• Ask your pharmacist or primary health care provider whether or not an over the counter medication should be taken after current prescription medications and health conditions are taken into account.
• Keep a running record of all medications and dietary supplements taken. Avoid duplication of drug actions through the consumption of multiple similar preparations.
• Avoid drinking alcohol when taking over the counter medications.
• Do not hesitate to call a primary health care provider or a trusted pharmacist with questions or concerns.
From National Consumer 's League (2003); U.S. Food and Drug Administration and the Consumer Healthcare Products Association (2002) .
tions such as those intended for the relief of pain, insomnia, nasal congestion, or eye inflammation, can cause dependency. Rebound effect refers to when the drug wears off and the symptoms may be worse than those originally felt when the medication was initiated, creating a cycle of increasing drug use associated with worsening symptoms. Overuse can lead to dependency or damage of major body organs, especially for individuals with histories of ulcers, gastrointestinal bleeding, hypertension, heart arrhythmias, kidney disease, or liver disease.
• Drug interactions can be mild, moderate, severe, or life threatening, and can occur with other OTC medications, prescription medications, herbal preparations, alcohol consumption, or illicit drug use.
• Drug allergy may occur at any time, with any medication, and can be !if e threatening.
Five tips to enhance arc medication safety are listed in the Sidebar.
Inappropriate arc medication use by some workers is inevitable because it is a personal decision and not formally regulated. Education may help people make wise choices about arc medication use. In one small study, the respondents were asked whether they would change their arc medication use behaviors based on increased hazard awareness through education, and 82% (n = 176) indicated that they would (Cham, 2002) . Occupational health nurses are often called upon to interact with workers about OTC medication. Thus, they are in a strong position to provide essential safety information to many individuals.
